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Inquiry Unplugged: A Scholarship of

Teaching and Learning for Open
Understanding

Richard A. Gale

The heart of open education is the sharing of accumulated knowledge
and developed resources that improve teaching, student learning, and
research. The scholarship of teaching and learning thus is naturally com-
mitted to open education, for it has always supported and been sustained
by open understanding of principles and practices, examples and exem-
plars, made available and usable to the broadest of publics. This com-
mitment was reinforced in the closing plenary of the 2004 Colloquium
on the Scholarship of Teaching and Learning, when Carnegie Foundation
President Lee S. Shulman described “Scholarship as Community Prop-
erty.” In doing so, he directed attention from making teaching and
learning a shared commodity and process, to making the scholarship of
teaching and learning more than a private, isolated act (2004a). His
charge, echoing that of open education, was to build knowledge that
illuminates and improves student learning and faculty teaching, to
encourage institutions to support and promote this form of scholarship,
and to establish a field of endeavor and expertise that facilitates the
sharing of what Shulman calls “the wisdom of practice.” To achieve this,
students and teachers, administrators and staff, policymakers and the
public at large would need to view learning, teaching, and scholarship
in new and more collaborative ways.

Recently, Carnegie Foundation Senior Scholar and Knowledge Media
Laboratory Director Toru liyoshi echoed this viewpoint, writing that “a
crucial task before us is to build intellectual and technical capacity for
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transforming ‘tacit knowledge’ into ‘commonly usable knowledge’” and
that “true success in open education requires a change in education

culture and policy” (2006). What liyoshi suggests moves far beyond the
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scholarship of teaching and learning, but is very much in concert with
the objectives, processes, and on-the-ground realities of what it means
to observe, investigate, examine, and apply knowledge and evidence of
student learning within a wider and more public arena. These challenges
have always been central to the Carnegie Academy for the Scholarship
of Teaching and Learning (CASTL) Higher Education Program and its
mission to understand and encourage, defend and disseminate, champion
and support a scholarship of teaching and learning by making it visible
and developing leadership for the field.

Since 1998, CASTL has built on the work of the 1990 publication,
Scholarship Reconsidered, and the 1997 follow-up, Scholarship Assessed,
creating a multifaceted program to support the work of individual
faculty, campuses, societies, and other organizations committed to
research that expands understanding of student learning through inquiry,
peer review, and public dissemination. On one level, CASTL has been
an exemplar of open understanding, committed through its philosophy
and practice to the sharing of information and the cocreation of knowl-
edge in an atmosphere of nonproprietary collaboration and collective
scholarship. Viewed another way, it has also been a remarkably success-
ful structure for field building through distributed leadership. This
decade of dedicated work has helped to accomplish a change in the
way higher education thinks about and acts on the knowledge that
has been (and still needs to be) gathered with regard to student learning
and assessment, faculty work and success, institutional mission and
the manifestation of shared commitments to the teaching and learning
process.

In creating CASTL’s signature approach, key features contribute
to the formation of open knowledge. These include attention to and
cultivation of faculty commitment to gathering evidence of student
learning, building capacity for leadership on campuses and within
disciplines, and scaffolding individual and institutional definitions and
examples of teaching and learning scholarship. Another key feature
has been the creation of a support system that has grown from a handful
of individuals working on a project on the scholarship of teaching
and learning at a think tank in California, into an international move-
ment embracing change initiatives in multiple countries, on several
continents.
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Overview of Structures and Strategies

From the beginning, CASTL has been dedicated to open education in all
its forms. It has embraced open technology and the use of straightforward
and public tools to aid understanding, scaffold inquiry, collect evidence,
and “go public” with results; open content in the form of scholarly ques-
tions, a transparent investigatory process, and venues for dissemination
and discussion; and open knowledge that informs and influences indi-
vidual teaching and learning processes, transforms teaching and learning
wisdom of practice from a private or semiprivate knowledge set to a
public form of “community property” available and usable by all.

Working at the level of individual faculty scholarship, the CASTL
Scholars Program created a signature approach to the cultivation of
exemplars who changed how student learning was observed and evidence
was gathered in the college classroom. This was accomplished by select-
ing faculty already committed to improving student learning and well
placed to become leaders within their disciplines or on their campuses,
working with them to build a community of scholars conversant in the
process of inquiry and the projects of their cohort, then charging them
with the responsibility to engage others in the scholarship of teaching
and learning after their year of residence. The program’s mantra has
always included the understanding that work of this sort only matters
to students and faculty if it is “passed on” to others, often within a dis-
ciplinary context.

Disciplinary work has always been a central feature of the CASTL
initiative, most significantly through the Scholarly and Professional Soci-
eties Program, which sought to embed the scholarship of teaching and
learning into the home of so much significant faculty work. The premise:
Since most teaching and learning occurs within a disciplinary context,
and most disciplines (or professional societies) operate through guiding
and defining organizations, it was important that scholarly and profes-
sional societies understood, embraced, and validated this vital form of
research, helping to embed it into so much significant faculty work.
Locating the scholarship of teaching and learning in the disciplines has
implications not only for undergraduate teaching and learning in indi-
vidual fields, but for the future of how each field is understood and pro-
moted through graduate education (Gale and Golde, 2005).
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CASTL also created a Campus Program to bring the scholarship of
teaching and learning discussion to individual schools and collaborative
systems at the regional, national, and international levels, organizing a
process of institutionalization that has moved from issues of definition
and support to processes of leadership development and sustainability.
This initially took the form of “campus conversations,” promoted
through our longtime partner organization, the American Association
for Higher Education (AAHE), and then expanded during my time as
senior scholar to include the campus clusters. After the clusters com-
pleted their work in 2005, another structure was designed to strengthen
the role of the scholarship of teaching and learning among campuses
poised to become leaders for what was clearly a growing movement. The
Institutional Leadership Program, begun in 2006 and running through
2009, involves nearly 100 campuses, societies, and educational organiza-
tions from seven countries in a commitment to engaging locally, expand-
ing regionally and nationally, working thematically, and building
collectively toward the future. Among the themes serving as organizing
features of this program are the role of the scholarship of teaching and
learning in accreditation and assessment, liberal education, graduate
education, and undergraduate research.

Finally, and in some ways most significantly, CASTL has been instru-
mental in bringing students and administrative leaders into the equation.
Students are now viewed not only as a source of data or investigation,
but as coinvestigators and collaborative scholars interested in and com-
mitted to improving understanding of the complicated and often opaque
world of student learning. Likewise, through leadership forums and
dedicated events, CASTL has been working to build knowledge and
understanding among the individuals best positioned to make change on
campus and within academic associations, including administrators,
center directors, faculty leaders, and others. This, in concert with the
Institutional Leadership Program, promises to have the greatest impact
on the acceptance and influence of the scholarship of teaching and learn-
ing internationally (Gale, 2005).

The Goal of the Goal

Behind the work of the scholarship of teaching and learning is a teeming
landscape of thought and practice, understanding and action, belief and
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engagement. Because teaching and learning are so hard to see and know,
they are even harder to systematically analyze and improve. One reason
why policymakers have turned their attention to the clamor and cry for
assessment and accountability is higher education’s “black box” of class-
room excellence and student success. If the so-called “best practices” of
teaching and learning could be identified and articulated beyond local
environs, shared in a transparent and transferable mode with an assur-
ance of accomplishment at the end of the day, then educators the world
over might be convinced to embrace change. But the current reality for
most higher education institutions is that learning is contextual and
unexamined, teaching is ephemeral and private, and scholarship on both
is frequently limited in scope and impact by the restrictions of the
academy and the lack of resources (variously defined from funding to
reward structures).

An underlying tenet of the scholarship of teaching and learning is that
an evidence-based approach to understanding and improving student
learning and faculty teaching can create significant pedagogical change
locally and beyond when experience and wisdom of teaching practice
are transformed from a private knowledge set available to only a limited
audience, into a public form of community property available to all.
Transformation of knowledge occurs by applying disciplinary and trans-
disciplinary scholarly processes to the study of one’s own teaching,
gathering convincing artifacts and evidence of student learning, and
sharing the results of inquiry with interested, appropriate, and often
influential audiences. This process values scholarship that is made public
and used beyond the classroom where it was developed. Programs seeking
to achieve these goals must be motivated by the need to systemically
improve teaching and learning in higher education. They should build
on the realities of faculty work, and be based not in a speculative theory
of action but on the experience of working teachers committed to improv-
ing their own practice and the growth of the field. At the core, the
scholarship of teaching and learning is about improving student learning
through a deeper understanding of what students do, how students learn,
and what students experience in college and university classrooms.

CASTL has always focused on student needs, faculty strengths, and
administrative commitments to cultivate scholars and scholarly leaders
dedicated to learning from student learning and passing that learning
on to larger constituents. Of late, motivation has also been provided by
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changes in funding and support, as well as by a shift in emphasis away
from centralized organizational structures to a distributed model of
leadership and impact. As such, the program embraces the premise that
student learning, faculty teaching, reflective inquiry, and institutional
assessment work together toward improvement of the educational enter-
prise only when all aspects of the process are open to review and revision,
understanding and use. In some cases, this enterprise can be part of a
culture of evidence and inquiry, scaffolded through new media and
innovative technologies, integrated into a “braided practice” involving
disciplinary expertise, pedagogical experience, and scholarly inquiry
(Gale, 2007).

Thus far, CASTL has contributed to the growth of the field via many
types of interventions. But with the advent of its Institutional Leadership
Program, new partners have entered into the work and familiar friends
have taken their efforts to a new level, often in connection with allied
campus initiatives or new systemic mandates. Impact has included sig-
nificant growth in the number of faculty involved and substantial com-
mitment from teaching and learning centers, as well as an increasing
number of campuses and scholarly societies taking this kind of work
seriously and giving it prominence in conferences or publications, and
considerable progress internationally. This last has been especially note-
worthy in Canada, where organizations like the Council for Higher
Education Research and Development (CHERD) and the Society for
Teaching and Learning in Higher Education (STLHE), and regional
consortia in the Atlantic Provinces and British Columbia have worked
to build capacity for the scholarship of teaching and learning. Great
progress has also been made in the UK and Australia, Europe and Asia,
where the scholarship of teaching and learning appears under the rubric
of educational or pedagogical research. But while the Carnegie Founda-
tion’s work certainly informs this activity, the movement in support of
a scholarship of teaching and learning continues to grow independent of
its influence, contributing to an ever-expanding community of scholars
sharing practice, reviewing evidence, and creating an open marketplace
for improvement. The sign of a healthy, thriving concept is often the
extent to which it extends beyond a single source, a single perspective.
Given the amount of work in the scholarship of teaching and learning
happening worldwide, and the extent to which these efforts subscribe to
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the values of free and open access, Carnegie’s program is just one model
of engagement in a growing movement.

The Accretive Model of Knowledge Building

One of the most important aspects of open knowledge and open educa-
tion is the extent to which good ideas (and in some cases unsuccessful
attempts) are made available for others to examine, interrogate, and
build on. The culture that surrounds and enacts the scholarship of teach-
ing and learning relies on a cycle of inquiry that has the public sharing
of evidence as its connective tissue, its foundational infrastructure. Like
an oyster’s pearl that grows from a grain of sand into a valued commod-
ity, the open knowledge of the scholarship of teaching and learning
builds from commonplace observation of student learning in a single
class—accumulating evidence and example through investigation and
inquiry, using additive elements like peer review and institutional valida-
tion—until it becomes an accretive whole with significance for all who
encounter it.

This additive model of inquiry extends beyond the process of observa-
tion and investigation to how questions about student learning build
upon the work of others and work yet to come. Here the premises of
open knowledge become guiding practices—inquiry cannot exist without
open access to work that came before, ongoing investigation cannot
thrive without critical analysis provided through transparency, and evi-
dentiary datasets cannot influence practice in the absence of wide dis-
semination to informed and interested audiences. As with any form of
scholarship, the process of seeing and reflecting, thinking and knowing,
necessitates scaffolding, support, and critical exchange from outside the
sphere of inquiry. Ideally, such underpinning can occur organically
within a supportive community, but often it requires a formal structure
and a thoughtful plan.

Some of this scaffolding has been intentional, forging connections
between individual scholars, campuses, and participants in programs
through electronic and other means. The new media supporting this
work are in some sense the Carnegie Foundation’s most important con-
tributions to open education. With its commitment to resources and
knowledge sharing, Carnegie developed and made public a wide variety



296 Chapter 19

of tools and technologies that have proven successful at building capacity
and sustainability, including the now ubiquitous KEEP Toolkit and
Sakai-based Workspaces for Carnegie scholars and institutional repre-
sentatives. Pedagogical approaches have been central to using these tools,
the most successful being the nested snapshot approach to project devel-
opment (pioneered between 2001 and 2006), which guides beginning
scholars of teaching and learning through the process of identifying,
narrowing, and investigating the questions that are the genesis of inquiry.
The series of guided snapshots that led scholars from inquiry to evidence
also shifted the emphasis of their own dissemination from reportage to
reflection. So successful is this approach that it has been used in other
Carnegie programs as well, from the Initiative on the Doctorate to the
Integrative Learning Project.

Nesting and accretion have also been important in the development
of organizational capacity, publication outlets, online community struc-
tures, convening venues, and other means for creating and sharing
knowledge related to the scholarship of teaching and learning. Journals
dedicated to this form of scholarship continue to appear, including
MountainRise and the International Journal for the Scholarship of
Teaching and Learning, while other established outlets for dissemination
increasingly turn their attention to this work. In fact, the journal Science
recently recognized the importance of educational research in an editorial
by Editor-in-Chief Donald Kennedy and Thomas Cech (president of the
Howard Hughes Medical Institute), which stated that “learning is not a
spectator sport” and “science and the teaching of science are insepara-
ble,” affirming their commitment to explore how to connect research
and teaching for the benefit of both student and professor (Cech and
Kennedy, 2005). Within the last few years an International Society for
the Scholarship of Teaching and Learning (ISSOTL) has grown out of
this movement, its ranks swelling to nearly 1,000 members and confer-
ence attendees in 2006, with venues ranging from Bloomington, Indiana,
to Sydney, New South Wales, to Edmonton, Alberta. Similar growth in
commitment to the scholarship of teaching and learning is evident within
established organizations ranging from the Professional and Organiza-
tional Development (POD) Network and the aforementioned Canadian
STLHE, to the Council on Undergraduate Research (CUR) and the
Association of American Geographers (AAG).
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Coordinated Scholarship and the Development of Sustainable
Leadership

As the examples above suggest, of all the mechanisms and approaches,
strategies and structures, none has been more important to the success
of open scholarship of teaching and learning initiatives than the building
of supportive and critical connections, collaborations, communities, and
collectives. From the local collaborations of individual faculty, to the
coordinated initiatives of campuses and other institutional groups, to
the collective and unified efforts of multi-institutional consortia, it is the
shared nature of teaching and learning scholarship that is most likely to
have sustained and significant impact. It is also in the arena of such con-
nected inquiry that observation and investigation, review and dissemina-
tion, all become significantly improved (one might go so far as to say
that they only become possible on a regional, systemic, or disciplinary
scale) in an environment of open knowledge-building, open understand-
ing, and open critique. Such cooperation has been the stock-in-trade of
multiple regional, national, international, and theme-based initiatives.

Cooperation has also been the watchword for Carnegie’s efforts to
promote the scholarship of teaching and learning widely, and to cultivate
leadership for such efforts. Even before the term existed, CASTL worked
within the premises of open education, and its efforts have always been
predicated on the idea that, as understanding about the scholarship of
teaching and learning is made public, increased responsibility for growth
and sustainability will transfer to a widening ring of organizations and
institutions committed to the movement. To achieve this goal, however,
more institutions need to take on the mantle of leadership, increase their
level of association, and create collaborative groups that are self-sustain-
ing. Through leadership development, the cultivation of individuals and
institutional structures committed to the premises and practices of the
scholarship of teaching and learning, and the incorporation of multiple
partners into ongoing and new initiatives, CASTL contributes to the
cause of open inquiry. It also facilitates the creation of an open environ-
ment for investigation and collaboration by establishing benchmarks and
touchstones for those new to the work and still developing a common
language, common goals, and common experiences linked through a
common organizational structure.
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For this environment to thrive, for the scholarship of teaching and
learning to continue its influence on institutions and improvement of
student learning, access is critical. But access is often a feature of shared
operational features and common understandings. The challenge is the
great variability of venues for use and expansion. This translates to open
education more generally, because of the variety of initiatives, partici-
pants, and potential users. In a very real sense, the challenge of open
understanding with regard to a scholarship of teaching and learning is
in synchronizing (or at least providing opportunities for connection and
comparison) what happens at home with what happens elsewhere. And
for that to happen, there needs to be a new vision of leadership, at the
local level and beyond. Throughout its decade of operation, CASTL has
been committed to distributing authority and leadership, and developing
the capacities of individuals, institutions, and coalitions.

By training exemplars, organizing consortia, encouraging venues for
dissemination, and linking innovations (as a kind of intellectual yenta),
CASTL and its operatives have helped to build a sustainable network of
expertise and experience, vision and viability, built on a platform of
transparency and open access. If other organizations and initiatives are
to follow a similar path, they will need a multifaceted community of
graduate students, faculty, campuses, scholarly societies, and other edu-
cational spokespeople and institutions with deep understanding and
appreciation of the scholarship of teaching and learning within an open
education context, as well as commitment to its use and adaptation as
a shared endeavor not bounded by proprietary issues of ownership. This
kind of community would have the strength and depth to allow new and
ongoing initiatives to develop in creative ways, and would be supported
by institutional structures and external organizations committed to
advancement and excellence, sharing their local and transnational expe-
rience while maintaining the connections necessary to follow the unbro-
ken line of influence from innovation back to innovator, working within
current and familiar forums but also cultivating new venues for action
and inquiry.

Expanding the scholarly community also requires changing the rheto-
ric of inquiry and the ways research is defined and discussed, offering
alternative views of and access points to new knowledge and experience,
and creating new opportunities for engagement between various (and
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often geographically distinct) individuals and institutions. It suggests the
need to identify and share (or perhaps even create) scenarios with the
potential for self-propagation, to encourage development of high-profile
participants who can serve as exemplars, and to expand access in ways
that will foster security through guidance and mentorship, providing
models of engagement with the scholarship of teaching and learning as
an open collaborative experience. In other words, seeing the work of
classroom inquiry as a contribution to open understanding and open
education requires a new vision of peer review.

Peer Review as the Dream of a Common Language

In most disciplines and interdisciplines, the sharing, validation, and ulti-
mate acceptance of new knowledge falls under the purview of peer
review. It is a way to communicate the processes and results of authentic
inquiry, authorized as such by well-informed, unbiased colleagues. Peer
review tends to be considered the final adjudication process for scholar-
ship, a validation of findings. When viewed as an integral, indispensable
part of an open approach to education and its improvement, however,
where dialogue and critique occur at all stages, an informed and informa-
tive context is less the domain of expertise and more the province of
ongoing experience, and continuing analysis and improvement is the goal
rather than penultimate determination prior to public review, then peer
review becomes another animal entirely. Indeed, when evidence and its
review by knowledgeable peers becomes part of the process of inquiry
(as it has been with many institutional manifestations of the scholarship
of teaching and learning), improvement and accountability become part
of the warp and weft of scholarly practice.

Imagine a process by which researchers engaged in an inquiry project,
studying student learning and the teaching that makes it work, receive
regular assistance and review from peers both local and remote. Consider
the benefits to scholars and peers when knowledge is shared with a con-
nected, collaborative community throughout the process of investigation.
When researchers and peers engage in mutual review as an integral part
of the inquiry process, they establish a rich assortment of experiences
that illuminate the complexities of this burgeoning scholarship, and they
develop a common language of analysis that certainly borrows from
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disciplinary nomenclature but often goes well beyond. Unlike purely
disciplinary research, the scholarship of teaching and learning often relies
on a mélange of interpretive methodologies and evidence-gathering strat-
egies; therefore, the peers for this kind of scholarship may not be found
within the discipline (even though that is usually the first place we look).
CASTL frequently champions the idea of involving peers from dissimilar
disciplines to serve as “critical friends” during the inquiry process, pre-
cisely because disciplinary predispositions often get in the way of thought-
ful analysis. In sharing approaches and strategies, venues and vehicles,
scholars of teaching and learning expand their knowledge base and cul-
tivate a wider, more open and accessible community of reflective peers.
This last is vital for the more formal review that occurs during prepub-
lication, and is an integral part of including the scholarship of teaching
and learning in the retention, tenure, and promotion process.

Opportunities for Educational Change

The crux of all efforts to broaden the influence of the scholarship of
teaching and learning is the conscious development of a community of
scholars. From faculty-in-residence, to campus representatives working
in collaboration, to all stakeholders working in coordination, CASTL
has sought transparency and transferability of its products and processes.
Staging has been the key for development of familiarity, creativity, and
expanded use of tools, techniques, knowledge, and understanding, with
scaffolding being essential in the early stages. Through work with hun-
dreds of scholars and institutions, we see how one series of open educa-
tion projects working as a cohesive initiative can help change the
definitions of scholarship and influence classroom teaching practices
around the world. Openly sharing knowledge of teaching and learning
dramatically increases the role of inquiry in open education, and has
enormous potential for changing the way faculty observe, think about,
talk about, and transform their teaching practices. Likewise, this work
has brought about a change in the understanding of what it means to
view, study, and learn from student learning.

This approach to open understanding, while valuable to all profes-
sional and scholarly development programs, could also be applied to
other venues and vehicles. Indeed, any knowledge-building initiative
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dedicated to open access, use, and collaboration might learn from the
CASTL example (which was itself created in part from lessons learned
in the peer review of teaching, the portfolio movement, teacher training
programs, and collaborative classroom practice). By cultivating commit-
ment among already interested individuals, building in a support and
communication system with a leadership component, and scaffolding
both individual and institutional definition by example, any initiative
might work toward growth and sustainability of open knowledge and
practice. Such has been the case with many individual scholars, who have
expanded their own experience into leadership roles on campus, within
disciplinary societies, and in tandem with other international initiatives
from undergraduate research and support of STEM teaching and learn-
ing to affective development and attention to the aesthetic in student
work. Likewise, the open understanding process has been central to col-
laborative groups from campus clusters to system-wide development
practices, building from the one to the many, from the many to (in some
cases) the whole. As with all open education initiatives, the key is a com-
mitment to scholarly practice that looks beyond the individual class-
room, public critique that engages and informs, and dissemination that
sparks further work and leads the way for future practitioners. The
CASTL model is one of openness from beginning to end, from research
to resources, from practice to leadership.

Open education offers the opportunity to expand impact through
access to individual faculty work, collaborative inquiry at individual
institutions, and collective scholarship across multiple stakeholder envi-
ronments. As the premises of CASTL and the scholarship of teaching
and learning have always been directed to the sharing of information
and the cocreation of knowledge, open education provides an important
avenue for change and growth. Perhaps the best way to imagine the
future of open understanding through open education, and the role of
inquiry in this process, again comes from Lee S. Shulman’s 2004 address
on scholarship as community property, subtitled “From knowledge
building, to field building . . . and back again.” If anything encapsulates
the work and development of the scholarship of teaching and learning,
it is the ways in which knowledge is created in an open environment as
a precursor to building a field of inquiry and investigation available to
all, and the ways in which that inquiry itself builds new knowledge sets
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for future use and revision. This cycle of teaching and learning scholar-
ship, this vision of public inquiry and utility resulting from private curi-
osity and investigation, is the key to open knowledge, open learning, and
open understanding.
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